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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to investigate whether variability exists in Persian yes/no questions and to examine the 
role of gender as the sociolinguistic variable and communicative functions as the pragmatic variable in the production 
of Persian yes/no questions. The study was conducted with the participation of thirty male and female Persian native 
speakers. The data of the study were the yes/no question variants made by the participants while performing the 
Edinburgh Map Task. Chi-square analyses were run on the data and revealed that variability could be observed in 
Persian yes/no questions. The results indicated the extremely marginal role of gender in the production of Persian 
yes/no question variants. Moreover, particular yes/no question variants were not mostly associated with particular 
communicative functions, indicating that pragmatic functions did not play a crucial role in the construction of such 
question variants. 
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1. Introduction 
Variation can be viewed across all languages, such as French, English, Persian, Spanish, so on so 
forth. And it can range from the choice between English or French, for example, to the choice in the same 
language between different constructions, different morphological affixes, etc. 
Pioneering researchers such as Labov (1972, 1989), Trudgill (1974), Lakoff (1975), and Ashby (1977) 
paved the way for studies investigating the types of variation and the factors giving rise to it; in general, 
these studies investigate the role of syntactic, semantic, social, and pragmatic factors (see Chang, 1997; 
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Dewaele, 1999; Coveney, 1995, 2002; Quillard, 2001; Zwanziger, 2008; among others). In this article 
which is grounded in Variationist Sociolinguistics, we explore variability in producing Persian yes/no 
question forms. Tagliamonte (2005) claims that Variationist Sociolinguistics is most aptly described as 
the branch of linguistics which studies the leading characteristics of language in balance with each 
other linguistic structure and social structure; grammatical meaning and social meaning. 
Our first objective is to identify the different yes/no question variants that Persian native speakers use 
to show their uncertainty. The next objective of this study is to probe the role of gender and 
communicative (pragmatic) functions in the production of yes/no question variants by Persian native 
speakers when uncertainty is implied. 
1.1. Persian yes/no question variants 
Mahootian and Lewis (1997) classify Persian yes/no questions to neutral and leading: the former 
requires no particular answer while the latter expects either an affirmative or a negative answer. In the 
formation of Persian neutral yes/no questions, there exists a Q particle called   
(Kahnemouyipour, 2001). Syntactically speaking, the most common position of this particle is clause-
initial. Speakers usually insert the Q particle in the front position or Spec-CP (Youhanaee and Gouni 
Band Shoushtari, 1999). 
The following yes/no question variants might occur in Persian considering the availability/non-
availability of the Q particle.  
(1) Q-particle-fronted (Standard) (QSV) 
(2) Q-particle-fronted (Standard-Null-subject) (QV) 
(3) Subject-fronted (Declarative Statement + Final Rising Intonation) (SV) 
(4) Verb-fronted (Inverted-verb Declarative Statement + Final Rising Intonation) (VS) 
In the formation of leading questions, the sentence-initial word mage/mage na is usually followed by a 
declarative and final rising intonation, which corresponds roughly to the English tag questions or 
confirmation check phrases mage happens to come at the beginning of a 
positive sentence, the answer is assumed to be negative and vice-versa.  
(5) Subject/verb-fronted (Declarative Statement + Confirmation Check Phrase) ((S)VCCP) 
(6) Subject/verb-fronted (Declarative Statement + Tag Question) (SVT) 
Single phrases also mostly consisting of a verb, noun, adjective, or adverb as the head of the phrase 
might be used to show uncertainty. 
(7) Single phrase Noun Phrase/AdjPhrase/AdvPhrase, etc. (P) 
In addition to mage proposed by Mahootian and Lewis (1997), Kord Zafaranlu Kambuziya and 
Momeni (2010) point out that there are more structures (na, mage na, nist, intor nist, intoreh, etc.) 
preceded by a declarative and bearing a final rising intonation to form a tag question. Sadat-Tehrani 
(2011) states that the most common tag questions in Persian are formulated with na. Sadat-Tehrani adds 
that the word  (yeah) can be replaced by na (no), yet its usage is limited. Further, tag questions can be 
verbal composed of a verb whose negative/positive polarity depends on the main verb of the declarative. 
1.2. Communicative (pragmatic) functions and gender 
All questions as well as statements are normally presented with a function in the mind of the speaker. 
Pragmatically speaking, these functions are labelled as communicative functions. The functions targeted 
in this research are echo, presupposed context, topic-introducing, rhetorical, and self-addressed.  
Covneye (2002) specifies an echo question as one directed to a listener for a response and is a repetition 
from a previous turn. A question with a presupposed context (hereafter PS) is one that requires certain 
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shared information between the interactants (Boeckx, Stateva and Stepanov, 2001) A topic-introducing 
question (henceforth TI) is defined as a question that presents new information into the discourse. A 
rhetorical question may be used for effect, irony, or sarcasm (hereafter R). A self-addressed question 
gly does not require 
or permit an answer. 
Along with other social variables, gender has proved to be of great importance particularly in 
linguistic variation. Ashby (1977) documents differences in the usage of question variants according to 
profession, gender, and age. Following the gender studies and language, Lakoff (1975) marks out that 
women use more tag questions and question intonation in declarative statements.  
 
2. Methodology 
 
2.1. Participants 
 
The participants of this study were 30 male and female Persian native speakers who were born, raised, 
and were still residing in Isfahan, Iran. Hence, they are assumed to be all originally Persian native 
speakers. They were undergraduate students studying at Falavarjan Branch, Islamic Azad University  
age-ranged between eighteen and twenty-six. They were selected non-randomly from students majoring 
in Sciences: Biology, Microbiology, and Biochemistry. They were all from middle-class families based 
on the information they provided on their background questionnaire which contained questions about 
 
 
2.2. Instruments 
 
2.2.1. Background information questionnaire 
 
In order to control the effect of the some social factors that probably might have influence on the 
question variants produced by the participants a Persian background questionnaire was administered to 
the Persian participants. The background questionnaire was validated by the experts; then the participants 
were asked to provide their gender, age, region of origin
social factor under investigation in this study was gender while the rest were controlled.  
 
2.2.2. Edinburgh map task (EMT) 
 
The Edinburgh Map Task used in this study was the modified version of the EMT compiled by 
Human Communication Research Center. It contained two parallel maps designated for the Instruction 
Giver and the Instruction Follower. The maps were composed of several items following the pattern set in 
the original EMT.  
were divided into three parts, two of which were similar. There were points for 
the followers, which were not specified on their maps.  
2.3. Procedures 
The participants were paired concerning the respective informal speech context. The pairs were 
organized in male-male, male-female, and female-female categories. They were briefed on what the maps 
would entail and what the Instruction Giver and Follower would do from the start. The Instruction 
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Followers were asked to find the starting point, look for the directions, and eventually reach the 
destination by inquiring information from the Instruction Giver.  
The frequency and percentage of Persian yes/no question variants were tabulated and chi-square 
analyses were run on the data to reveal the significant role of gender and communicative functions in the 
production of such variants.  
 
3. Results 
 
The recordings of 30 Persian  3533 tokens of 
yes/no question variants. The distribution of these tokens is described regarding the variables in the 
following paragraphs and tables. 
Among the variants, P (86.83%) and SVCCP (9.28%) were the most frequently used ones, although 
there was a remarkable gap between these two. The coverage of these two variants rose to 96 %. SV, 
which amounted to 2.77% followed by P and SVCCP variants. The rest of the variants each amounted to 
less than 1% of the occurrences: QV (0.56%, SVT (0.31%, and QSV (0.22%) (Table 1). 
 
Table 1. Frequency and percentage of Persian yes/no question variants  
 
Variant                                                         Frequency Percentage (%) 
QSV 
QV 
SV 
VS 
SVCCP/SACCP 
SVT 
P 
Total  
8 
20 
98 
0 
328 
11 
3068 
3533 
0.22 
0.56 
2.77 
0.00 
9.28 
0.31 
86.83 
100.00 
 
Chi-square analysis was run on the Persian data to probe the role of gender in Persian yes/no question 
variants. Gender showed to play a role in two Persian variants: SVCCP/SACCP and P (see the values of 
chi-square for all these two variables in Table 3). The more affected Persian variant was SVCCP/SACCP 
with chi-square value of 19.333 for a 95% confidence level (P value=0.004). And, the P variant (P 
value=0.041) whose P value was lower than 0.05 had the chi-square values of 30.000 for a 95% 
confidence level as another affected variant by gender. 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2. Chi-square values of gender and Persian yes/no question variants at 95% confidence level 
 
Variant                                                   Pearson Chi-square value P value 
QSV 1.034 0.309 
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QV 
SV 
VS 
SVCCP/SACCP 
SVT 
P 
5.040 
12.333 
0 
19.333 
2.693 
30.000 
0.283 
0.195 
0 
0.004* 
0.269 
0.041* 
The significant values are asterisked. 
The Persian variants were individually tested with respect to sensitivity to particular communicative 
functions via chi-square analysis. We assumed that communicative functions were massively used with 
Persian variants; nonetheless, only two variants and two functions showed to be significant. The QSV 
variant and echo function with the chi square value of 30.000 for 95% confidence level (P value=0.012) 
as well as the SV variant and self-addressed function with the chi-square value of 59.924 for 95% 
confidence level (P value=0.007) were the sole instances which proved the role of functions in the 
construction of the variants. The values are displayed in Table 3.   
 
Table 3. Chi-square values of communicative functions and Persian yes/no question variants at 95% confidence level  
 
Variant 
Pearson Chi-square value  P value 
TI PS E R SA 
QSV 
 
QV 
 
SV 
 
VS 
 
SVCCP/SACCP 
 
SVT 
 
P 
 
14.483 
0.883 
96.300 
0.256 
226.667 
0.079 
0 
0 
430.000 
0.332 
68.800 
0.383 
660.000 
0.265 
30.000 
0.268 
104.400 
0.471 
245.000 
0.298 
0 
0 
505.000 
0.356 
84.400 
0.290 
780.000 
0.249 
30.000 
0.012* 
57.300 
0.575 
141.042 
0.344 
0 
0 
301.250 
0.243 
54.800 
0.150 
450.000 
0.300 
0.036 
0.850 
0.207 
0.995 
1.552 
0.997 
0 
0 
14.483 
0.755 
0.207 
0.976 
30.000 
0.414 
0.376 
0.984 
2.182 
1.000 
59.924 
0.007* 
0 
0 
74.129 
0.539 
5.018 
0.957 
120.000 
0.381 
The significant values are asterisked. 
 
4. Discussion and Conclusion 
 
Based on the Variationist Sociolinguistics which admits variation in languages particularly due to 
some sociolinguistic factors, in this study, the results indicated that variation existed in the Persian yes/no 
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questions and the seven variants summarized at the beginning of this paper were shown up in the 
production of the participants. For inquiring any information, they posed their questions variously. For 
example, to turn left, we had the following statements: 
(8) a. Beram     samte  chap? 
         Go.PRS.1sg   side     left 
          I go to the left?  
      b. Samte             chap? 
    Side-EZ     left?     
    
      c. Samte        chap beram,             doroste? 
          Side-EZ    left   go.PRS.1sg      is that right? 
           I go to the left, is that right?  
      d. Samte       chap   beram? 
          Side-EZ    left     go.PRS.1sg 
           
   An extremely marginal role of gender in Persian yes/no question variants was observed since just in two 
variants out of seven ones gender played a role. Although the pioneers working on gender and language 
such as Labov, Lakoff, and Trudgill insisted on the gender-based language, and it is obviously seen in all 
languages, no striking distinction was observed in structures used for seeking information by male and 
female undergraduate Persian native speakers. It was anticipated that gender would have a role in the 
construction of all variants and males and females made different uses of variants; however, these 
differences were not strong enough to establish a new linguistic gender-directed difference.  
tandard variants. 
In this study; however, the P variant which is a sort of non-standard variant was used frequently by 
females, which was in sharp contrast with sticking to standard forms to show being more prestigious 
compared to males. Although it was the females who made the uttermost use of the standard variants 
(QSV and QV), their use of these two variants was not sufficiently significant. The SVCCP/SACCP and 
P variants, among the non-standard structures whose use was commonly attributed to males were gender-
directed. Concerning prestige, Persian speakers behaved in a gender-based manner. The following are 
examples of Persian variants produced by female and male participants, respectively: 
(9) a. Samte  chap? 
    Side-EZ left?     
     
     y     miresam  be mouzeye  parv z? 
     Q particle   get.PRS.1sg to museum-EZ flight? 
     
     Dary cheye  qarbi  ke     naqshi  nad re        inj ,  dare? 
     Lake-EZ     West  that   role-EZ NEG.have.PRS.3sg,  here has it? 
     
 b. mehm npaziro     dor  bezanam? 
     Hostel-Acc           around turn.PRS.1sg? 
      
      
       Samte   rast? 
       Side-EZ  right?     
       side? 
             Ket bo       sandaliam  rad konam,     doroste? 
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       Book-Acc     chair-also  pass-by.PRS.1sg,   is that right? 
       
Regarding the yes/no question variants and communicative functions, Persian QSV variant 
outnumbered the frequency of other variants with echo function. Rhetorical function is what is muffled in 
Persian and the presupposed-context function which was the most prevalent function in Persian was not 
distinctively associated with any variant. Considering the nature of the map task (information seeking) 
which required variants associated mostly with topic-introduction and presupposed context, we predicted 
these two functions to be the most frequent ones. However, none of the variants showed tendency towards 
them.  
In sum, Persian yes/no questions affirmed to be variable and showed different amount of variation. 
Contrary to the pioneering works that insisted on language to be gender-oriented, Persian proved to be 
less gender-directed at least in producing yes/no question variants. It might be concluded that seeking 
information itself was a point of concern for the participants and thus gender could not play much. 
Further, communicative functions did not show any tendency towards particular communicative 
functions; it follows that the context was informal and the nature of the map task was of information 
seeking, the participants probably unconsciously did not take it into account. Otherwise, they would 
produce less formal variants which were associated with topic-introduction and presupposed context 
functions.  
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